





This paper examines ways to improve textbook language practice activities 
to have students sustain conversations in L2 (English). L2 instructors at 
the college level often fi nd themselves policing their students to prevent 
their lapsing into L1 (Japanese) during textbook conversation activities. 
The reasons are many: low motivation, lack of  vocabulary, peer pressure, 
and so on. Yet under the right circumstances, students can overcome these 
obstacles to converse fl uently in L2, using strategies such as rephrasing 
and even gestures. Many of  the techniques described here rely on theory 
of  complexity, viewing the language classroom as a complex adaptive 
system capable of  aggregate behavior beyond the simple sum of  individual 
behaviors.
The impetus for this paper came about when refl ecting upon the 
evolution of  a particular Oral Communication class activity which is 
designated 1―9―E (see Table 3. 1 below and Appendix A). In the original 
activity, students form groups of  three, and make predictions about the 
future. First, one student chooses a topic from one list, for example, this 
school, my family, computers. Then the student chooses a time period 
from another list, for example, soon, this weekend, in about 10 years. The 
student makes a prediction about the chosen topic for the chosen time 
period, as in, this school will have more students in 10 years. The other 
students should respond with comments and questions. Students take turns 
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making predictions. Having three students in a group giving opinions about 
a topic is not conducive to an all―L2 conversation without highly motivated 
students; the small group essentially creates a secure shell within which the 
students can lapse into L1.
The fi rst iteration of  a solution to this problem involved changing the 
dynamics of  the small group. Rather than having the student who chose the 
topic and time period giving the prediction, the remaining group members 
would give their predictions, and the student decides which prediction is 
the best. This introduces an element of  competition, where use of  L1 leads 
to automatic disqualifi cation. However, a few minutes before introducing 
this new activity to the class, a different solution came to mind. Why not 
combine two groups of  three? In this confi guration, one group of  three 
decides on the topic and time, and judges the remaining group members’ 
predictions. Thus, a student making a prediction is talking to three judges as 
well as giving ideas to her competitors. The groups alternated the roles of  
judges and competitors. This fi nal version of  the activity was successful in 
having students stay focused on task and in L2.
Upon refl ection, several questions came to mind. How do the different 
versions compare? How can the group dynamics be analyzed? Although 
the fi nal version induced students to stay in L2, a major part of  the original 
activity was lost, that of  having the other group members provide their 
reaction to the prediction, thereby creating a conversation. The fi nal version, 
however, did place students in a real communicative situation: the judges 
needed to understand the predictions and the contestants wanted the judges 
to understand them. In the following, we will look at the tools complexity 
theory provides us to fi nd answers to these questions.
2 Complexity Theory
Complexity theory tries to analyze emergent behavior of  groups of  
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elements, called complex adaptive systems (CAS), that would not be 
apparent by examining single elements alone. Let us begin with some basic 
properties and mechanisms involved with CAS as described by Holland 
(1995). Aggregation (p. 10) is a property describing how elements in a 
system group themselves together, a type of  emergent behavior. This is 
achieved through the mechanism of  tags (p. 12), which help elements 
distinguish themselves from each other; tags “facilitate selective interaction” 
(p. 14). Diversity (p. 27) is a property by which CAS fi ll niches and adapt 
to the changing environment and individual elements. There is “perpetual 
novelty” (p. 31). Internal models (p. 31) allow elements to anticipate and 
predict future behavior; in the case of  language learning, internal models 
refer to L2 itself, as well as various schema relating to interaction.
The fl ows property deserves special attention. Flows (Holland, 1995, 
p. 23) describe how resources within the system are distributed among 
the various elements. Flows can induce a chain of  events, a multiplier 
effect; they can also recycle resources. Gell-Mann (1994, p. 25) shows how 
information fl ow is a key point in CAS. Using its current internal model, a 
CAS exhibits certain behavior which has “real-world” consequences, which 
in turn affect parts of  the internal model. These effects are then recycled, 
in a feedback loop, through the CAS, leading to adaptive behavior. Turning 
to language acquisition, fl ows also fi gure prominently in Long’s Interaction 
Hypothesis (1996, pp. 414, 451―452), that the linguistic environment 
(or input) contributes to acquisition most usefully during the give and 
take work done in negotiating for meaning. Additionally, negotiation for 
meaning represents the regime between not understanding (chaos) and full 
understanding (order); in complexity theory this is known as the edge of  
chaos (Kauffmann, 1995, p. 26). The edge of  chaos is the regime where 
“the most complex computation might occur” (p. 223)  and “affords the 
best mixture of  stability and fl exibility” to adapt and improve (p. 91).
Complexity theory uses the idea of  “fi tness” (Kauffmann, 1995, p. 26)
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as a measure of  adaptation. Although the idea comes from biology, fi tness 
can also be applied to L2, as in how close a student’s L2 is to a native 
speaker’s L1. This idea is also related to the niches described above for 
diversity. If  the possible states of  a CAS can be assigned a fi tness value and 
then mapped out, one can imagine a fi tness landscape. As a CAS adapts, 
it will settle on higher fi tness peaks. However, it may be a local peak, with 
higher peaks farther away. One way to force a CAS to fi nd higher peaks 
is through annealing (Kauffmann, 1995, pp. 251―252), which essentially 
raises the “temperature” or energy of  a CAS so it starts to explore other 
possibilities farther from its present condition, and then lets the CAS “cool”
to fi nd higher fi tness peaks. One equivalent to raising the temperature in 
language acquisition is facilitative anxiety (Brown, 1994, pp. 142―143) which 
provides tension-fueled motivation.
3 Example Textbooks
The textbooks used in this study are English Firsthand 1, New Gold Edition
(Helgesen, et al. , 2004a) and English Firsthand 2, New Gold Edition (Helgesen, 
et al., 2004b), which were used in my fi rst-year and second-year Oral 
Communication classes, respectively, for the academic year 2004 April―2005 
January. All the chapters in these textbooks, called Units, have six standard 
sections: Listening, Conversation (model conversation), Duet (pair activity), 
Language Check (review), Ensemble (group activity), and Solo (writing). 
This paper focuses on the Duet and Ensemble activities; modifi cations 
to six Duets and two Ensembles will be described. Table 3. 1 displays the 
naming convention this paper will use to refer to these activities. Appendix 
A describes these activities individually. 
― ―209
4 Line-up
Four pair activities, 1―6―D, 2―4―D, 2―7―D, and 2―9―D, and one group 
activity, 2―1―E, were changed to a line-up activity (Helgesen, et al., 2004c, 
p. T―11). Line-up has students stand in parallel rows, with students talking 
to their facing counterpart in the other row. After a short interval, one of  
the rows will move (with the head student moving to the row’s tail), so that 
students have new partners. This is repeated several times. 
Line-ups have several important properties of  complex systems. First, 
there are the properties of  fl ows and diversity (Holland, 1995, pp. 23, 
27): rather than having the same partner or group members, students can 
interact with many others, with each encounter being different. There is 
the physical fl ow of  students, but also a fl ow of  ideas being spread among 
the students. Individual students encounter diverse ideas and language 
patterns; they can discover new L2 niches to fi ll. The continuous renewal 
of  partners refreshes the students’ energy and attention focus so that 
they do not lapse into L1, the low-energy, low-attention alternative to 
L2. The time interval can be adjusted so that the students’ energy level 
does not fl ag. The continuous renewal allows the instructor to exploit the 
Table 3. 1 Naming convention for activities
Book Unit Activity Title Designation
Eng l i sh  
Firsthand 
1
6 Duet Where did you go? 1―6―D
8 Duet That sounds interesting, but ... 1―8―D
9 Ensemble Predictions 1―9―E
12 Duet My music 1―12―D
Engl i sh  
Firsthand 
2
1 Ensemble Who am I? Who are you? 2―1―E
4 Duet The best and the worst 2―4―D
7 Duet Your history 2―7―D
9 Duet What would you do if  ... ? 2―9―D
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open-system property of  complexity (Kauffmann, 1995, pp. 20―21) to 
counteract the running-down effect or entropy of  relatively closed systems 
of  fi xed pairs or groups. The structure of  the activity provides the internal 
model of  interaction (Holland, 1995, p. 31); the internal model improves 
in fi tness (Kauffmann, 1995, p. 26) after each encounter as the student 
gains experience in doing the activity. As an additional source of  focusing 
student attention to task, a properly arranged line-up lets the instructor 
easily observe any pair simply by walking along the student rows; in a sitting 
arrangement, the chairs and desks tend to get in the way.
Although 1―6―D, 2―4―D, 2―7―D, and 2―9―D were originally designed 
for pair work, the information exchanged is of  a personal nature, rather 
than fi xed information found on the textbook page. Typical examples of  
the latter are maps, where one student has to fi nd map locations the partner 
knows, and vice versa; the activity ends when all the unknown information 
is revealed. Exchanging personal information means the activity is renewed 
when the partner is changed, a good match for line-up activities. 1―6―
D asks about a trip or vacation; 2―4―D asks for opinions about bests and 
worsts; 2―7―D is about personal history; and 2―9―D asks about what one 
would do in various situations. The basic conversation pattern for 1―6―D, 
2―4―D, and 2―9―D is question and answer; for 2―7―D, one student talks 
about a topic and the partner asks questions about the talk.
2―1―E is a group activity similar to 2―7―D, where one student talks 
about a topic and the other group members ask questions. Changing this to 
a line-up meant only one student at a time would ask questions, rather than 
many. On the other hand, since the activity is meant for class introductions, 
it made sense to have students meet as many of  their classmates as possible 
through line-up.
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5 Changing Group Dynamics
The next set of  activities, 1―12―D, 1―8―D, and 1―9―E, relied on changes 
in the group dynamics of  the activity. The fi rst activity on the list, 1―12―D, 
became a group, rather than a pair, activity. The activity topic is “My Music,” 
a high-interest, popular-culture, and personal one that invites debate or 
comment; in other words, a strong tag topic (Holland, 1995, p. 12) that 
facilitates aggregation (Holland, 1995, p. 10). High-interest, popular-culture 
tags will lead to natural affi nity groupings, for example, those supporting 
the Rolling Stones vs. the Beatles. In actual practice, this did occur; a new 
interest-faction dynamic emerged which would have been missed had the 
activity been done only by pairs.
The activity in 1―8―D was originally a pair activity where one partner 
takes on the role of  wanting an exciting evening, the other a quiet one; each 
partner tries to persuade the other to agreeing to their respective plans. This 
is a standard opinion-gap exercise, using the property of  diversity in CAS 
(Holland, 1995, p. 27). The activity was changed by adding an audience of  
one or two students that must be persuaded. By adding the audience, several 
new lines of  communication are opened: competitive strategies, such as 
rebuttals and emphasizing the other side’s demerits and critical questioning 
from the audience. As a result, the general fi tness level (Kauffmann, 1995, 
p. 26) in terms of  these communication skills rises. There is pressure to stay 
in English, as the winning argument must be made in English; further, the 
English should be understood by the audience, leading to negotiation for 
meaning (Long, 1996) between persuader and audience.
As mentioned in the introduction of  this paper, 1―9―E provided the 
motivation for this research. The original confi guration of  having one 
student giving an opinion (future prediction) and others commenting on it 
has little in terms of  a mechanism to sustain the conversation in L2. The 
fi rst iteration introduced such a mechanism, the one used in activity 1―8―
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D above: a competition to give the best prediction, with L1 use resulting 
in automatic disqualifi cation. The difference between 1―8―D and 1―9―E is 
that whereas 1―8―D involves topics from different roles, the topics in 1―9―
E are similar, that is, predictions about the same subject at the same future 
time. This can set up a feedback cycle (Gell-Mann, 1994, p. 25) in which 
one student’s prediction can infl uence that of  the other, especially when the 
predictions overlap. If  student A says what student B was planning to say, 
then B must change; on the other hand, A might say something that B can 
build upon.
The fi nal iteration of  1―9―E essentially increased the number of  judges. 
Thus each student making a prediction must share her attention among 
several judges, and the judges are focused on her. This creates a stronger 
L2 reinforcement mechanism; in the fi rst iteration, to speak in L1 meant 
breaking the rules, but in the eyes of  only one judge, as opposed to many. 
Further, having more than one judge will raise the facilitative anxiety level 
(Brown, 1994, pp. 142―143) of  the prediction-making student; this will 
help her fi nd alternative phrasings for her prediction via the “annealing” 
phenomenon (Kauffmann, 1995, pp. 251―252). The anxiety is the energy 
source to help the student overcome barriers to explore other phrasings. 
Note that the competition involved also increases the overall anxiety level 
of  the participants. Finally, by having two groups, one dynamic because 
of  having to use imagination to think of  predictions, and the other 
static because of  having to judge, the possibility for an “edge of  chaos”
condition is created (Kauffmann, 1995, p. 26).
6 Conclusion
This paper has tried to show a few techniques in improving language 
practice activities in textbooks. The major categories are using line-up and 
changing group dynamics. Both rely on hints from complexity theory to 
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guide their implementation. It may be noted that all of  the second-year 
modifi cations are based on line-up. However, this particular class was not a 
highly-motivated group; it would quickly revert to L1 in language practice 
activities, especially in pair work. Yet the line-up activities kept them in L2, 
so this technique came to be relied on whenever L1 usage threatened to take 
over an activity. In the group dynamics category, two of  three techniques 
relied on competition as one mechanism to enforce L2 conversations. All 
the improvements were directed toward the goal of  having sustained L2 
communication in an activity. Complexity theory shows that this can emerge 
from internal conditions among the students rather than externally imposed 
policing from the teacher.
Appendix A. Descriptions of the Original Activities
1―6―D Duet: Where did you go?
Pair activity. (Helgesen, et al., 2004a, pp. 55―56)
Warm up: Practice patterns related to questions about trips. Step 1: Students 
think about a vacation trip. Step 2: One partner talks about her vacation trip. 
Step 3: The other partner asks at least fi ve questions, taking notes on the 
answers. Question hints are given on the page.
1―8―D Duet: That sounds interesting, but ...
Pair activity. (Helgesen, et al., 2004a, pp. 77―78)
Warm up: Practice patterns related to invitations to go out. Step 1: Students 
choose a role, which describes preferences and background. Then they 
choose four evening activities from four categories (concerts, dining out, 
dance/arts, and cafes/clubs), consistent with their role. Step 2: Students 
negotiate with their partners as to what activities they will do. The roles are 
quite different from each other, but the list of  activities are the same for 
both students.
Improving Textbook Language Practice Activities― ―214
1―9―E Ensemble: Predictions
Group activity. (Helgesen, et al., 2004a, p. 88)
Warm up: Practice patterns related to predictions and the future. Step 1: 
Students brainstorm predictions from lists on the page. One list has a time 
frame (e.g., soon, next week, in about 5 years); the other list has subjects 
(e.g., you, this school, the earth). Step 2: In groups of  three, students take 
turns making predictions. The time frames should be followed in the order 
they appear on the list. After a prediction, the others give their responses to 
it.
1―12―D Duet: My music
Pair activity. (Helgesen, et al., 2004a, pp. 109―110)
Warm up: Practice patterns related to music preferences. Step 1: Students 
choose fi ve discussion questions about music on the page (from eight total). 
Step 2: Students ask questions to their partner, and write notes about her 
answers. Then they give their own opinion.
2―1―E Ensemble: Who am I? Who are you?
Group activity. (Helgesen, et al. , 2004b, p. 18)
Warm up: Practice patterns related to personal questions. Step 1: Students 
write six interesting facts about themselves, using a word or phrase. Step 2: 
In groups of  four or fi ve, students ask about each others’ words, asking at 
least three yes/no questions. Answers should be three or more sentences 
long.
2―4―D Duet: The best and the worst
Pair activity. (Helgesen, et al. , 2004b, pp. 39―40)
Warm up: Practice patterns related to bests and worsts. Step 1: Students 
preview questions on the page. Step 2: Students ask their partners questions 
about bests and worsts listed on the page, and give their answers as well.
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2―7―D Duet: Your history
Pair activity. (Helgesen, et al., 2004b, pp. 69―70)
Warm up: Practice patterns related to personal history. Step 1: Students 
choose at least fi ve topics from among nine on the page. They think of  at 
least three sentences per topic. Step 2: Partners talk to each other using the 
topics they chose. They keep track of  the number of  follow-up questions 
they ask.
2―9―D Duet: What would you do if  ... ?
Pair activity. (Helgesen, et al., 2004b, pp. 85―86)
Warm up: Practice patterns related to hypothetical situations. Step 1: 
Students preview questions on the page. Step 2: Partners ask each other the 
questions, noting if  they would have the same response to the questions as 
their partner.
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